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THE CHALLENGE OF THE VISEGRAD 
GROUP: BENEFITING FROM ITS 
POSITIONS IN THE EU’S COALITION 
PATTERNS
MICHIEL LUINING

ABSTRACT

Several developments point to the increasing relevance of coalition building within 
the EU, including a ‘structural’ coalition such as the Visegrad format (V4). Aside from 
political differences, the challenge of the V4 is whether it can maintain a degree of 
institutional strength, reliability and a culture of consultation from which several bene-
fits could flow when their individual preferences do converge. Some V4 countries play 
a relevant role in the EU’s coalition patterns while others could be a risk. Nevertheless, 
several member states are potential partners for the V4 with regards to recent politi-
cal developments (to balance the French-German axis, to prevent a persistent multi-
speed EU and to protect interests). Although regional coalitions are rarely politically 
decisive, they are relevant to the EU’s governance and interlink member states in the 
EU’s pattern of coalitions.

INTRODUCTION

Since 1991 the Central European countries Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and 
Slovakia tried to cooperate and represent their interest through a format called 
the Visegrad Group (alternatively Visegrad Four, V4). Recently, this cooperation 
became quite visible, particularly surrounding the migration crisis in 2015. Envi-
sioned as a format to facilitate Euro-Atlantic integration of its members, it appar-
ently transitioned into a more self-assertive or ‘rebellious’ format in the EU.1 At the 
same time, this common ‘self-assertive’ stance might, before it even fully started, 
paradoxically be coupled with an equal trend of increasing irrelevance, including 
a seeming split within the V4.2 These projections are mainly derived from political 
rhetoric in the media and occasional high political clashes. They also fall into de-
scriptions of an EU divided between North and South, West and East. While these 
divisions based on the respective divergent political and cultural economies to a 
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certain extent hold true, reality is more complex. Depending on policy issue, coali-
tions across the EU in fact differ and change, while regional coalitions remain to exist. 

This seems contradictory, and the V4 cooperation has often been declared dead 
(or alive again).3 However, such general descriptions gloss over the multiple dynam-
ics and reasons of (structural) coalitions. An analysis of common policy positions 
or voting would furthermore be too static and, next to consensus still playing an im-
portant role in European decision-making, fails to grasp the processes and develop-
ments of European decision-making. Assessing the challenges of the Visegrad Group 
requires first a good understanding of coalition building in the EU. Ultimately, the 
opportunities of the Visegrad Group originate from its shared interests or strategic 
objectives. These objectives derive from common semi-structural geopolitical and 
(cultural) economic environments. They are, however, again not static and influenced 
by changing internal dynamics and policy preferences of their individual members. 
These elements moreover interact with, and are influenced by, a changing structur-
al environment of the EU including a prospective Brexit, shifting coalitions and fu-
ture-EU related proposals in the European Council (EU Leaders agenda). Measuring 
the challenges of the Visegrad cooperation means also viewing the V4 not as an end 
in itself, but (paradoxically) assessing whether it is instrumentally stable enough to be 
able to defend common interests in the EU when they do emerge.

Against this background, the challenges of the V4 will be evaluated on the fol-
lowing three levels. First, by looking at the relevance of coalition making in the EU 
and its (changing) dynamics (paragraph 1 & 2). Second, by analyzing the (potential) 
strength of the Visegrad: looking briefly at commonalities of interests, policy prefer-
ences and the institutional dimension (paragraph 3). Finally, the strategic positions as 
well as the obstacles of the Visegrad countries within the EU’s coalition patterns will 
be touched upon (paragraph 4), followed by a conclusion.

I. STRUCTURAL EUROPEAN COALITION CHALLENGES

The relevance of coalitions, particularly structural (regional) coalitions such as the 
Visegrad Group, has increased in European decision-making and governance. At the 
same time, the V4 itself faces increasing structural challenges. There at least seven 
challenges (not necessarily separated from each other) which member states face.

1. An ever larger EU
First of all, the EU is comprising ever more member states. After the big enlargement 
of 2004 (which included the V4 countries), Bulgaria, Romania and recently also 
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Croatia have joined the Union. While the UK is on its way out and enlargement fatigue 
is clearly present within several parts of the EU,4 the European project is most likely 
(in the long term) to enlarge further beyond 27 member states. In fact, enlargement is 
one of the talking points of the Visegrad cooperation within the EU.5 This (potentially) 
ever larger EU implies that the relative weight of each country, including the V4, has 
become smaller. 

2. Extended Qualified Majority Voting
Since the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty the use of the ordinary legislative pro-
cedure (based on majority voting) in the EU Council has been extended to most of 
the EU policy fields. An estimated 80% of decision-making now occurs via this proce-
dure, including on agriculture, energy, immigration and certain aspects of judicial and 
police cooperation and the EU’s trade policy.6 As a consequence, the veto-power and 
thus control of individual member states on the European project has diminished. 
European Commission President Jean Claude Juncker pressed recently to take more 
and expedient majority decisions.7 Even if consensus will remain important and cus-
tomary in many policy areas, the ‘shadow of the vote’ naturally influences the com-
promise that is being presented as consensus in the end.8 

3. New Qualified Majority Voting 
New majority voting rules, which lower the threshold for adoption by the Council, have 
been introduced with the Lisbon Treaty as well.9 This implies that since November 
2014/March 2017 (till then the old rules could be invoked) the V4 has lost potential in 
creating a blocking minority. While the year 2015 may have been perceived as a rise 
of the V4’s prominence, a possible emancipation of the V4 as a voting bloc is rather 
a little too late. Under the old voting rules the V4 nominally had an equal amount of 
voting rights compared to France and Germany combined (58 votes). This meant 
that with the support of one of the big member states, Germany, France, UK, Italy 
or Spain (27 to 29 votes), and another small member state (ranging from 14 to 7 
votes) a blocking minority (93 votes out of the 352 votes distributed in the Council) 
would have been possible. With the new rules, a blocking minority must include at 
least four Council members representing more than 35% of the EU population. This 
gives more weight to big member states. The V4 countries comprise only about 13% 
of the EU population, implying it needs at least one big member state and multiple 
small member states in order to create a blocking minority (and thus increase its 
leverage in negotiation). In general, extensive coalition building is important for every 
member state; e.g. the largest five member states still need 11 countries to achieve a 
winning majority, which requires 65% of the EU population and  55% of the vote (each 
member state having one vote). Nevertheless, the Visegrad - with the sixth largest EU 
member state Poland among its ranks - can be easily outmaneuvered.  In an EU-28, 
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a coalition of all small member states still need at least two or three big member 
states to achieve a majority; realistically a coalition without Germany and/or France 
has no chance. 

4. Formal negotiation procedures
In order to influence policy one has to negotiate with an increasing number of coun-
tries; a reality that does not fit the formal negotiations surrounding EU Council meet-
ings.  For example,  the regulations of the Council stipulate that like-minded countries 
are expected to present their proposal together with one speaker.10 Teaming-up and 
negotiating  in subgroups in earlier phases (and creating the necessary structures for 
it) is desirable and has become more important. 

5. An ever integrated and complicated EU 
Policy-making and negotiations have in general become more complicated, technical  
and numerous in an enlarged and further integrated EU. Yet small member states 
only have limited administrative capacities and can therefore only focus on a limited 
amount of policy fields. They need to prioritize and carefully pick their battles and 
have less strategic tools at their disposal in negotiations such as side payments, 
linkage strategies and proposing detailed package deals.11 These deficiencies can 
however be counteracted by working structurally together with other member states 
(see paragraph 2).  

6. Brexit
Poland,  as one of the ‘Big Six’ EU member states, traditionally served as a potential 
channel for the other V4 countries to these dominant big member states. However, 
with Brexit the strategical landscape of EU member states will alter, in particular the 
positions among these Big Six will be affected. As research from the European Council 
of Foreign Relations (ECFR) shows,12 Poland has strong ties only with the UK and Ger-
many (and the UK has strong ties with Germany). Consequently, it has the most to lose 
with Brexit, becoming strategically less relevant in the context of the soon to be ‘Big 
Five’.  The French-German axis is the strongest, and France, Spain and Italy are also well 
connected and less so with the UK. Their positions are thus to strategically increase 
with Brexit. Regardless of current political winds, Poland has (already) been the least 
well connected among the Big Six. With the departure of the UK, and without a change, 
this  is to increase further and indirectly affect the potential of the Visegrad Group. 

7. Developments in the European Council and multi-speed Europe
More and more European affairs have become ‘Chefsache’, involving high level po-
litical contacts. In the last years, the European Council has played a pivotal role 
as crisis manager from the economic crisis to migration, which has increased the 
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relevance of intergovernmental coalition building. While consensus is the norm in 
the European Council, decision-making is highly political and when it takes place in 
a context of crisis and time pressure, big member states or established coalitions 
can more easily press others.  It also takes allies to block a proposal, as it is unusual 
to bloc proposals unilaterally. The recently developed Leaders Agenda by European 
Council President Donald Tusk, that is to address the major political dossiers of the 
EU in consensus through multiple informal  meetings, does not necessarily change 
that.13 The Leaders Agenda is welcomed by member states as a way to take con-
trol over the European project (as opposed to the European Commission’s political 
ambitions, something the Visegrad Group generally does not support14). However, 
supranational institutions traditionally have served as a protector of some of the 
smaller Visegrad states, providing a platform among the political clash of big mem-
ber states. Despite the appeals to unity, the ‘threat’ of a multi-speed Europe also pro-
vided for by the EU Treaties via enhanced cooperation has furthermore emerged. 
Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia  have also voiced concerns that the EU institutions 
that give them clout could be hollowed out with (intergovernmental) multi-speed 
integration.15 Moreover, Tusk expressed he will not hesitate to point out member 
states who frustrate the process towards a compromise or consensus with regards 
to troublesome EU reforms.16 As a consequence, several member states could opt 
for a sub-optimal compromise to remain at the core of newly build EU structures/
policies, instead of being marginalized in a multi-speed EU.  Opting out of new EU 
policies could not only imply loss of possible funds/benefits attached to it, but also 
less influence on the development of the EU policy that one is possibly to adopt 
later. Furthermore, one will have in theory less potential to make European package 
deals, reinforced by the fact that a multi-speed Europe already exists with regards 
to i.a. Schengen and the Eurozone. 

In sum, the EU’s (changing) playing field shows the (increasing) need of (new) coa-
lition building in the EU. The Visegrad’s challenge is not only to seek ways to maintain 
and intensify their cooperation, but also to re-energize and expand relations with oth-
er potential partners through its V4+ format. 

II. STRUCTURAL BENEFITS OF (REGIONAL) COALITIONS 

While temporary (voting) coalitions emerge on policy specific topics among member 
states, structural coalitions could exist in relation to re-occurring  thematic dossiers 
as well as territorial regional coalitions such as the Visegrad Group, which are i.a. 
based on historical legacy and like-mindedness. Following mainly Ruse,17 there are 
at least five potential benefits of a structural coalition. In short, a structural coalition 
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works as an important ‘input’-coalition and therefore as a potential valuable ‘output’-
coalition; i.e. European agenda setting, a recognizable platform to reach out to 
potential additional partners and a shared position or vote on issues. 

1. Improvement of information position and expertise
By creating structural coalitions with like-minded countries, (small) member states in-
cluding the V4 can attempt to compensate their structural deficiencies and increase 
their influence in the EU’s negotiation field.   Whether consensus is the habitual pre-
ferred method (most notably the European Council) or if this is under pressure by 
increased majority voting (such as in the EU Council of Ministers), coalitions do not 
only exist in order to pool voting power, nor is it necessary for the individual members 
of the coalition to have the exact same policy preferences. Member states working 
together structurally and intensively have a comparative advantage as they build up 
trust and facilitate the bundling of capacities among them; sharing of information, 
knowledge and expertise and the participation in relevant networks. In the informal 
pre-negotiation stage this can increase the country or coalition’s bargaining power 
due to superior expertise, knowledge, network capital and the resources to provide 
common argumentation for their positions.18

 
2. A testing environment of ideas and negotiation positions.
A structural coalition offers a safe environment to test out ideas and policy preferences 
(e.g. whether positions are not too extreme). Policy positions can be augmented and 
refined arguments commonly constructed. Possibilities can be explored to create a 
strong coalition position before attempting to advocate it at the EU-level at large.19 

3. A recognizable platform to reach out to potential partners
An institutionalized format with a name creates external recognition and makes it 
easier for its members to reach out to possible additional partners. Potential part-
ners realize that by talking with an individual country or with the format itself, they 
can probably reach out or influence multiple countries at once, making them more 
attractive to invest in them.

4. To pool and project normative justifications and rhetorically trap opponents 
Structural (regional) coalitions facilitate the pooling of normative justifications and 
consequent rhetorical action which could (indirectly) grant a bargaining advantage. 
Negotiations may be conducted by ‘rational’ governmental actors following primarily 
an ‘objective’ national economic interest, they also conform to norms by following 
cost-benefit calculations in order to avoid punishment in terms of exclusion or repu-
tational damage. To strengthen their political stance, the positions of governments 
are often sold to the general public  (who in many cases are not, or cannot be, aware 
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of the intricate details of interests and policy) with reference to a normative goal. 
Governments can however use (other) normative appeals to rhetorically address the 
public in other countries and take away rhetoric tools (‘rhetorically entrap’ their op-
ponents).   Structural coalitions with a (constructed) identity are in the best shape 
to commonly pool norm-consistent arguments and, to the support of their possible 
converging preferences, diffuse these norms among the European public who then 
serves as an arbiter.20 The Visegrad view on the handling of the EU’s migration and 
refugee issue might provide an example. In their rejection of refugee quota, next to 
primarily Poland and Hungary’s focus on a ‘defense of a Christian Europe’, the V4 
moved from a solidarity discussion (for electorates in other countries also in their 
‘rational’ national interests) i.a. to a security discussion with a general normative jus-
tification of political overreach by ‘Brussels’. They projected the idea of a Europe of 
nations working together and not forcing ‘ineffective majority decisions’ on one and 
another. Even though some V4 members were more vocal than others, in the percep-
tion of the European public normative justifications were connected to the Visegrad 
Group as a whole. This public was not only introduced to different ‘practical’ argu-
ments but also different normative European views, a ‘Central European view’, taking 
away or contesting existing rhetorical tools (including European solidarity with terms 
as flexible solidarity).21 

5. Relative protection.
Coalitions can   also be influential after European decisions (by majority) have 
been made. The interpretation, execution and enforcement of existing European 
arrangements move between certain (practical and political) margins. This is reinforced 
by the increasing political nature of the EU (including the European Commission) and 
the required reliance of the European Commission on the political will of the member 
states - instead of the EU Court of Justice - to enforce arrangements.   Margins of 
flexibility within European rules or frameworks can exist in relation to unique national 
circumstances but can be kept to a minimum. However, when several member states 
team up, it increasingly puts pressure to interpret the existing agreement in a more 
compromising way. This could range from more or less technical arrangements or 
policies (whether or not ending up at the EU Court of Justice) to high political ones 
such as the discussions surrounding energy market projects,22 the Stability and 
Growth Pact,23 the role of the EU in relation to the rule of law in member states24 
or the straightforward rejection of a majority decision involving the redistribution of 
refugees. While these kinds of actions  (in the long run) are damaging towards the EU 
and/or the actors due to isolation, it’s a reality that cannot be denied. In the short term 
it can serve as a tool to force political change. In case of such actions to relatively 
succeed or prevent repercussions, having allies is important. Trust and solidarity 
are relatively built up within an institutionalized format for the sake of continued 
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cooperation, thereby potentially granting some protection to one of its members. At the 
same time, this relative solidarity  - e.g. Slovakia that distances itself more and more 
from Hungary and Poland -  can quickly run out of balance.25   

III. THE POTENTIAL STRENGTH AND UNITY OF THE V4.

The Visegrad Group is obviously not an end in itself but a platform for the interests 
of its individual members. Nevertheless, allegedly, as with other territorial alignments  
-  such as the Benelux group,  the Nordic-Baltic grouping and a rather coherent Med-
iterranean bloc  -  regional coalitions often share, next to a common historic and 
regional legacy, socioeconomic preferences . They more or less depend on ‘who you 
are’ (instead of ‘what you want’) in which like-mindedness on the basis of culture, 
geography and ideology or shared interests are relevant.26 The degree to which the 
V4 format can effectively influence European decision-making or upload matters at 
EU-level depends on their shared characteristics/interests, its subsequent common 
policy preferences, and its institutional strength. 

Common characteristics?
First, the Visegrad countries share a historical legacy of geopolitical vulnerabili-
ty, caught between West and East, which is further cultivated through identity. 
While their identities differ widely (for example the linguistic and religious char-
acters) and have in fact clashed, the overarching sense of ‘Central-Europeanness’ 
remains. As the ‘institutional’ expression of the region, the format facilitates a 
stronger Central European identity which feeds back again into stronger Europe-
an legitimization, political support and the potential of rhetorical action. However, 
the awareness of the V4 and the accorded relevance by the public is not that high, 
latest research shows.27

Secondly, they share the post-communist legacy of a political ‘return to Europe,’ entering 
the EU together (albeit not intentionally) in 2004. While the current political developments 
in particular in Hungary and Poland show that the values of euro-Atlantic integration such 
as liberal democracy are under strain, the strong support for membership among political 
elites and the population, and the desire to emancipate in a common European project, 
have been structurally present. Unexpectedly, the Czech Republic (scoring overall better 
than its partners in various rule of law, democratic governance and (anti)corruption indi-
ces)28 is the (current) exception when referring to support for EU and euro membership 
(possessing the most Eurosceptic population and political party landscape).29

Third, they share a legacy of a post-communist economy that still needs to 
catch up with the West, requiring a transition from the efficiency-driven state of 
development into the innovation-driven stage. They are heavily dependent on 
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foreign and western direct investment (Netherlands, Germany, Austria and UK 
are important for all four)30 and are net-receivers from the EU-budget which is an 
important contribution to GDP.31 They are (still) dependent on the import of raw 
materials (mainly from Russia) including gas supplies32 and have a relatively high 
energy intensity of the economy.33 The EU’s internal market is crucial for them. 
Together with Luxembourg they are in the top 5 of EU countries of conducting 
trade within the EU. As relatively traditional economies (manufacturing and in-
dustry), they face and seek common challenges and opportunities in automati-
zation, robotisation and digital developments. Many of its citizens make use of 
the freedom of movement, which provide both economic opportunity but also 
demographic and economic concern in relation to brain drain.   In 2015, among 
the top 3 export partners of all Visegrad countries, Germany by far ranked the 
highest (from 28% to 38% of exports) among all V4 countries. The 2nd and 3rd 
export partners among the countries are each other, with the exception of Ro-
mania and UK being the second most important partner for Hungary and Poland 
respectively.34

However, they also compete against each other by striving to offer the best 
conditions for (Western) investment and  their integration among themselves is 
limited.   Slovakia is a Eurozone member, while all other V4 partners are neither in 
the European Exchange Rate Mechanism nor have they pegged their currency to 
the euro. The Czech Republic is set to become a net-contributor to the EU-bud-
get. The country, and to a lesser degree Slovakia, stands out economically (in 
Purchasing Power Parity and GDP per capita)35. Finally, although three out of four 
take an important stake in nuclear energy, their energy production varies and 
common interest is limited.36

Shared interests and policy preferences
A survey by the ECFR, conducted in summer 2016 among EU policy makers and 
experts across the EU, show that the V4 share quite some common interests.37 
Respondents from Hungary, asked to select up to five countries which gener-
ally share interests and policy preferences with their country, accord in total 
67% of their votes to its V4 partners, followed by respondents from Slovakia 
(65%), Czech Republic (62%), Romania (38%) and Poland (28%).  Zooming in on 
four policy fields specific and asked which countries they consider as essential 
partners, the respondents pick  t similar kind of countries and rank each other 
high.38 Nevertheless, there are some imbalances. Poland does not grant much 
importance to the V4 regarding security and defense, and Slovakia not at all 
with fiscal policy.
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TABLE 1. FOREIGN AND DEVELOPMENT POLICY 

(SHARE OF VOTES TO PERCEIVED ESSENTIAL PARTNERS).

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

V4 27% V4 27% V4 28% V4 53%

Top 7

Germany  17% Germany 10% Germany 12% Czech Rep 27%

France 12% Poland 10% Czech Rep 10% Germany 20%

Poland 12% Slovakia 9% Hungary 9% Poland 13%

UK 10% Czech Rep 8% Slovakia 9% Hungary 13%

Austria 8% UK 8% UK 9% UK 13%

Slovakia 8% Austria 7% Sweden 8% France 13%

Hungary 7% Slovenia 6% Lithuania 7% Italy 13%

TABLE 2. SECURITY AND DEFENSE 

(SHARE OF VOTES TO PERCEIVED ESSENTIAL PARTNERS).

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

V4 30% V4 37% V4 15% V4 67%

France 17% Poland 13% Germany 17% Czech Rep 27%

Germany 17% Czech Rep 12% UK 13% Poland 20%

UK 17% Slovakia 12% France 9% Hungary 20%

Poland 15% Germany 9% Sweden 8% Germany 7%

Slovakia 11% Austria 5% Hungary 7% Austria 7%

Austria 4% Croatia 5% Romania 7% UK 7%

Hungary 4% Slovenia 5% Estonia 6% France 7%

TABLE 3. ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL POLICY 

(SHARE OF VOTES TO PERCEIVED ESSENTIAL PARTNERS).

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

V4 43% V4 27% V4 22% V4 18%

Top 7

Slovakia 18% Germany 12% Germany 21% Germany 36%

Germany 16% Czech Rep 10% Hungary 10% Czech Rep 9%

Poland 16% Poland 10% Czech Rep 7% Hungary 9%

Hungary 9% Austria 8% France 7% France 9%

Austria 7% Slovakia 7% Latvia 7% UK 9%

France 7% Croatia 6% Lithuania 7% Austria 9%

Sweden 5% UK 6%
Estonia/ 

Romania/ 
Slovakia

5% Belgium 9%
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TABLE 4. FISCAL POLICY 

(SHARE OF VOTES TO PERCEIVED ESSENTIAL PARTNERS).

Czech Republic Hungary Poland Slovakia

V4 32% V4 32% V4 27% V4 0%

Top 7

Germany 25% Germany 22% Germany 20% Germany 57%

Slovakia 18% Poland 12% Hungary 15% France 14%

Austria 11% Czech Rep 10% Czech Rep 10% UK 14%

Poland 11% Slovakia 10% Sweden 10% Luxembourg 14%

UK 7% UK 7% France 7% n/a

Bulgaria 4% Austria 5% Romania 5% n/a

Hungary 4% Denmark 3% UK 
Slovakia

5%
2% n/a

V4 countries in the top 7.
At least three out of four V4 countries 

share the same essential partners in their ‘top 7’.

Sharing common interests does not necessarily have to result in the same policy 
choices. For example, V4 countries share an interest in regional (energy) security 
and stability, yet disagree on issues relating to the relations with Ukraine and Rus-
sia (most notably Hungary and Poland)39. V4 countries support a liberalized internal 
market and brought in a common document in the Council’s discussion on revising 
the posted workers directive, yet ultimately Slovakia and the Czech Republic voted in 
favor of a compromise while Hungary and Poland voted against40. Moreover, Slovakia 
being an Eurozone member has, with the prospect of major reform in the Eurozone, 
repeatedly stressed that it wants to remain at the core of the EU and French-Ger-
man axis while the other Visegrad partners have remained skeptical.41 Nevertheless, 
in reality Slovakia might not completely embrace Macron’s EU proposals relating to 
deeper Eurozone integration and social harmonization. E.g. uneasiness in the past 
has existed in bailing out ‘richer’ Greece.42 In other words, common interests do not 
lead to the same policies and different political rhetoric does not necessarily lead to 
complete different interests.

The Visegrad Countries support(ed) each other on concrete policies such as 
on migration (rejecting a common European asylum system and refugee quota, 
while emphasizing investment in the region, the integrity of Schengen zone and the 
security of European borders) and enlargement in the Western Balkans. On most 
issues it is about agenda-setting or influencing an agenda, such as   the digital 
agenda and the internal market, environment and climate policy (which does not 
hinder their convergence), defense (in which their less competitive defense industry 
will have a chance, albeit Poland considers its V4 partners not so important), energy 
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security and diversification, the EU’s Global Strategy and the Eastern Partnership.43   
However, the V4 as the heart of the ‘Friends of Cohesion’ in the Multiannual Financial 
Framework could be in jeopardy (preventing a cut either due to new conditionality or 
due to further Eurozone integration) in relation to Slovakia’s Eurozone membership 
and Czech Republic’s prospect of becoming a net-contributor to the EU-budget. 

Overall, regarding the institutional relations of the EU, the overarching V4 theme still 
seems to be focusing relatively on the status quo.  The Visegrad Group emphasizes 
subsidiarity and consensus in the European Council, and although multispeed is not 
fundamentally rejected, it wants to prevent a multi-speed Europe that results in a clear 
(persistent) core and periphery.44 This is to some extent confirmed by the ECFR survey: 
both from the perspective of other EU partners who regard the V4 countries as the least 
committed to further European integration, and from the V4 itself - with the important 
exception of Slovakia - in view of a relative preference for national decision-making and 
the rejection of a legal EU core group (compared with views in the rest of the EU).45

Institutional resilience
The real challenge of the Visegrad Group is whether its potential avenues, which cre-
ate common EU positions that arise from their shared political and economic realities 
and that could resonate with other EU partners, is sufficiently institutionalized. For 
example, the Benelux cooperation seldom results in common voting, however it is 
strongly institutionalized on the basis of a treaty, various institutions and increasing 
contacts in the last 10-15 years.  According to its own accord, the Visegrad Group is 
(politically) ‘not institutionalized in any manner’46. Official institutions that do exist are 
the International Visegrad fund (which supports the development of cooperation in 
culture, scientific exchange, research, education and tourism) and a V4 Patent Insti-
tute. Politically a culture of structural consultation has certainly emerged however. 
The ECFR survey confirms that the V4 countries prioritize individual governmental 
contacts with each other. Hungary gives most votes to its Visegrad partners (68%),  
followed by Slovakia (68%), Czech Republic (59%) and Poland (40%) (the average ac-
corded to a V4 country thus ranges from 23% by Hungary to 13% by Poland). Accord-
ing to the survey, the V4 might prioritize each other relatively more than the informal 
Southern Seven (the southern EU member states), the Nordic-Baltic combination and 
definitely the newly emerged Slavkov Triangle (Austria, Czech Republic and Slovakia) 
created in 2015. Compared to the similar small Benelux, Nordic and Baltic coopera-
tion, the V4 is not necessarily ‘closer’ in contacts however.47   

Processes of V4 ‘institutionalization’ take place nonetheless. Periodical V4 meet-
ings at various levels (from the high-level meetings of prime ministers and heads of 
states to expert consultations) are organized. Heads of state meet once a year and 
prime-ministers meet at least on an annual basis in which a rotating V4 presidency is 
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responsible for a one year action plan which includes consultations prior to EU Council 
meetings (to be able to come up with common statements or documents). This has 
happened among others in relation to the Eastern Partnership, Balkan enlargement, 
energy and climate policy, agriculture, migration and posted workers. Meetings of vari-
ous parliamentary committees, including annual Speaker of Parliament meetings have 
been organized to ensure the principle of subsidiarity in the EU and to participate in 
inter-parliamentary conferences. Ideas of a permanent V4 parliament assembly have 
been floating. Moreover, the V4 intensified defense cooperation with among others a 
V4 Battlegroup.  The V4 as a platform has furthermore promoted V4+ relations with 
other regional coalitions such as the Benelux, the Nordic Council and individual coun-
tries such as Romania, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Croatia, Austria and Germany, in which flex-
ibility and openness to other EU partners, instead of official enlargement of its format 
(of which there is no agreement) is maintained. The institutional strength also lies in its 
recognition. However, as the Czech V4-presidency annual report of 2015-2016 noted in 
relation to the V4 stance on migration: ‘The robust V4 stance highlighted the relevance 
of the “V4 brand” and raised its perception on the European scene’, but also ‘admit-
tedly at some cost to the reputation of the V4 whose positions came under criticism 
for “lacking solidarity” and for being “defensive”.’48  The V4’s recent success could thus 
paradoxically also be its failure. This is aggravated by the fact that the political rhetoric 
of individual members has not always been aligned recently; e.g. Hungary and Poland 
strongly emphasize the overall political relevance of the Visegrad, while Slovakia has 
distanced itself.49 Together with the presence of new central European formats such as 
the Slavkov Triangle, it projects an (unnecessary) image of disunity. In fact, based on 
interviews, some EU diplomats have stated that they are skeptical about the (rhetoric) 
reliability of the V4-format, making them less worthwhile to reach out to them. 

IV. THE V4 IN THE EU’S COALITIONS PATTERNS

Many structural, strategic, thematic, regional or loose coalitions exist within the EU, 
and they can be seen as a requisite for the functioning of the EU (see paragraph 1). 
To what extent can the V4 push their common agenda?  What might be their potential 
partners and how is the V4 situated in the EU’s coalition field? Which factors might 
hinder them from pursuing common objectives?  

The French-German axis, the Big Three (France-Germany-Italy or France-Germany-
UK when relating mainly to foreign policy), the Founding Six, Weimar Triangle (France, 
Germany, Poland), Benelux, Visegrad Four and Nordic-Baltic 6 are the most known 
regional groupings or strategic partnerships. Recent regional formats are the Slavkov 
Triangle and the Three Seas Initiative50.   In reality, the political effectiveness and 
political cohesion of such groups are disputed and often in flux. Specific thematic 
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regional groupings also exist, such as the Salzburg Forum where Austria, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia promote 
cooperation relating to justice and home affairs. Or the Quadro-group between Malta, 
Cyprus, Greece and Italy, situated at the external borders of the EU with an interest in 
a social EU migration policy. A quite particular structural cooperation is the Northern 
Lights Group, which is based on exchange of information prior to European Councils, 
consisting of Finland, Sweden, Denmark, UK, the Netherlands, Germany and Estonia.  

Important re-occurring coalitions based on specific EU themes and policies have 
emerged, as i.a. a report from the Clingendael Institute has shown.51 These coalitions 
include re-occurring consultations and meetings. Examples, albeit mainly derived 
from a Dutch perspective, are listed in the table below.

TABLE 5. THEMATIC COALITIONS

Group Members
‘Thrifty net payers group’ 

Work together on several issues relating to 
the EU budget.

Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Sweden 
and UK.

‘Better spending friends’

Work together on several issues relating to 
the EU budget.

Thrifty net-payers group + Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Finland, Italy and occasionally Slovenia. 

Friends of Cohesion

Work together on several issues relating to 
the EU budget (maintain sizeable budget).

Visegrad Four, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Greece, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia 

and Spain.

Copenhagen Group

Shared interests in market liberalization

 
Recently shift to ‘Hanseatic League 2.0’), 

relating to EU-budget, Brexit. 

-Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, 
Lithuania, Netherlands, Sweden, and UK.

-Baltics, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands and Nordics.

(Informal) northern Eurogroup

in favor of strict implementation of fiscal and 
budgetary discipline and national reforms.  

Eastern and northern member states led by Germany

(Informal) southern Eurogroup

In favor of more national and European in-
vestment space and a more ‘political’ or flex-

ible application of the Stability and Growth 
Pact rules/ deeper political integration +risk 

sharing budget

Southern member states led by France,

Central European defense cooperation

Largely led by Austria to push some ideas to 
compensate for lack of NATO membership.

Austria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia 
and Slovenia.
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Group Members

‘Better regulation’ group 
Interests in the Better Regulation agenda.

Baltic states, Czech Republic, Denmark, Netherlands, 
Poland, Slovakia, Sweden and UK.

Loose coalition on liberal trade policy Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, 
Netherlands, Sweden and UK + Austria and Ireland.

Loose coalition on agriculture policy Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Netherlands and Sweden.

Loose coalition on development policy 

(group originated from countries with a 
social democratic minister for development 

aid/policy).

Denmark, Finland, Netherlands, Sweden and UK. 
Austria, Germany and Ireland sometimes join.

 
In relation to the changing EU’s strategical landscape due to Brexit and the renewed 
French-German axis by French president Emmanuel Macron, new coalitions are being 
shaped.  Existing groups can be affected or recent new formats emphasized (such as 
the Slavkov Triangle and a ‘Hanseatic League 2.0’). These developments could make 
some V4 countries lose their position in an existing group or divide the V4, making 
less common projects possible to base future unity on. The ECFR survey shows that 
the V4 accord relatively great importance to each other but name outside partners as 
more essential than other Visegrad countries, mostly Germany, followed by France 
and the UK (with the exception of Hungary). The declared range of possible activities 
within the Slavkov format, including the idea of consultations before the European 
Council and a deputy-ministerial level coordinating workgroup, could duplicate or ren-
der empty some of the V4 projects.  In addition, the outgoing Czech deputy foreign 
minister speculated on extensions to Slovenia and Croatia. Talks about annual con-
ferences by Austria, Slovenia, Croatia (and possibly Romania) on the Balkans, dubbed 
by current Austrian prime-minister Sebastian Kurz as a ‘Southern Triangle’, also oc-
curred.52 Nevertheless, on average, based on the ECFR survey in 2016, the preferred 
contacts and perceived interests between the countries of the V4 are much higher 
than those of the Slavkov Triangle.  V4 countries are not yet part of other stronger 
institutional formats in practice (Weimar53 and Slavkov Triangle). If one calculates the 
average of the percentage  of votes accorded to a country within a regional format 
by each country on a perceived shared interest, the V4 appears not really weaker, and 
sometimes stronger, than other regional formats.54

The coalition potential of the V4
The ECFR survey grants further insight of the positioning of V4 members in the EU’s 
coalition field. Based on perceived shared interests, a preference to contact each oth-
er and a country’s responsiveness, France and Germany, as expected, lie at the heart 
of Europe’s cooperation patterns. Next to the big member states  - the UK, Italy, Spain 
and Poland  -  Sweden and the Netherlands are also seen as pivotal players. Together 



46 Michiel Luining

they form the core of EU’s coalition patterns (‘Cooperation Community’). Individually, 
Germany ranks as the country with the overall most ‘coalition potential’ across the 
EU, followed by France, Netherlands, Italy, Sweden, UK, Belgium, Spain and Finland. 
The first Visegrad member Poland  ranks 10th with Slovakia ranked 13th, Czech Repub-
lic 17th  and Hungary 22nd. Concerning the priorities of EU member states to contact 
other member states, the V4 together do fairly well however, with Poland ranking 
4th, Slovakia 8th, Czech Republic 10th and Hungary 11th.  Nevertheless, it is clear that 
Hungary is the ‘weakest’ link considering coalition potential and is also perceived as 
disappointing by many alongside Greece and the UK. At the same time, Hungary is 
credited much influence by half of the EU as ‘spoiler’ government.55 As mentioned, the 
V4 is also widely recognized as the least committed to European integration within 
the EU (Slovakia ranks 23rd , Poland ranks 24th, Czech Republic ranks 26th, Hungary 
ranks 27th). While only Poland is part of the EU’s ‘Cooperation Community’, when look-
ing at the perceived essential partners on four individual policy fields by EU member 
states, Slovakia also plays an important role in the coalition geometry of three policy 
fields (see image).56

In sum, next to the big member states, various northwestern member states seem 
active players in coalition building. Southern countries appear to be the least active 
in creating structural formal formats. At the same time, the southern countries are in 
reality well connected to the EU’s coalition patterns due to the three big member states 
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France, Italy and Spain. This makes Central-Eastern Europe relatively disconnected 
from the web of EU interactions (particularly with the current political wind in Poland). 
New formats such as the Slavkov Triangle or the Three Seas Initiative should in that 
sense not necessarily be perilous: they can play a role in indirectly connecting the V4 to 
more patterns of EU coalitions.

Despite the Leaders Agenda ambition of unity on future EU reforms, the prospect 
of a multispeed Europe is looming large with the big member states France, Germa-
ny, Italy and Spain having expressed to be more or less comfortable with multispeed. 
The challenge is whether the V4 will be able to find partners to either maintain influ-
ence in a multi-speed Europe or prevent a (severe) multispeed all together. With the 
UK leaving, the V4 lose a big country protecting their economic and social interests 
and preventing the Eurozone (accounting for 85% of the EU’s economy) from making 
deals.57 New decisions on defense, migration, digital agenda, social policy, institution-
al issues (e.g. transnational party lists in the European Parliament, the budget, single 
market, trade (e.g. European Buy Act by Macron), climate and energy are in the mak-
ing, and a possible deepening of the Eurozone with institutional implications (its own 
budget and system of parliamentary scrutiny).58 Several member states might be 
potential allies for the Visegrad Group in balancing the French-German axis (mainly 
through Germany): to maintain influence as non-Eurozone member states, to prevent 
a severe multi-speed EU and to protect interests. 

Defense
A new European defense structure, PESCO, is  already being developed with nearly 
all EU member states (including the V4 countries) participating, while a common V4 
agenda is limited or has been lacking. Poland takes a special important position in 
relation to its staunch NATO stance.59 Due to Germany, the new EU defense pact in-
cludes many member states as perhaps opposed to French ambitions of a smaller 
but more ambitious and deepened PESCO.60

Migration 
The Visegrad countries have so far succeeded in defending their interest on the issue 
of migration and asylum policy (most prominently rejecting a compulsory EU refugee 
relocation system) and can find allies across Central and Eastern Europe, including 
Austria. However, with the apparent European deadlock, a next refugee crisis could 
spark new unfortunate emergency majority-decisions in the Justice and Home Affairs 
Council. For the proponents of an EU wide relocation mechanism, it seems currently 
essential that the former emergency decision of 2015 is adhered to before any possible 
compromise can be made. Alternatively, that a new compromise is made which does 
not entirely exclude burden-sharing and a common EU approach (one that includes the 
whole chain of asylum and migration policy: from a strategy towards a crisis-struck 
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region to the hosting of refugees). An EU-wide policy of some sort of ‘flexible solidarity’ 
might still be possible: comprising various tasks and stages for member states to par-
ticipate in, alleviating the burden of border countries and preventing refugees making 
(uncontrolled) journeys to Europe61 It is also imaginable that a core group could more 
forcefully move further in creating a single border and police and coast guard, deal with 
migration flows on the basis of common immigration and asylum laws and a common 
fund, accompanied by more negative policy and budgetary implications for the V4. 
 
EU’s economic governance, the internal market and trade
Important trading partners of the Visegrad countries, Germany, Romania, Nether-
lands, and Austria, together with the Nordics, Baltics, Ireland and Central and Eastern 
Europe, are potential partners with regards to the internal market and European trade, 
economic and digital policies. Despite different recent views by the Northwestern 
member states regarding ‘social dumping’ and posted workers, these countries tra-
ditionally  have a less protectionist view  compared to France and southern member 
states,  and are less ambitious or even skeptical towards EU social policy and tax 
harmonization that could jeopardize existing business models and raise standards 
that place the region at a distinct disadvantage. Depending on the new Czech govern-
ment, the Czech Republic’s (former) participation in the Copenhagen Group and loose 
coalition on liberal trade policy could be of relevance here for the Visegrad. The same 
countries i.a. as investors, might have an interest in the region’s innovative develop-
ment as prospective automatization/robotization and consequently labor mobility/
drain creates shared European political problems.

Political integration, multi-speed, the EU-budget and the Eurozone.
Northwestern member states traditionally favored no divergence between the Euro-
zone and non-Eurozone (multi-speed) and are not in favor of ambitious political integra-
tion. Poland, Czech Republic and Slovakia were/are part of the ‘better regulation’ group 
whose interest is better regulation, not necessarily more EU. North and eastern Euro-
zone countries (e.g. the Baltics) also don’t necessarily see merit in ambitious economic 
and political integration of the Eurozone. However, a major clash of ‘governance culture’ 
arises. The idea of strong member states by northwestern member states which pre-
vents European economic and political centralization requires transparent independent 
national institutions which are depoliticized (and possibly decentralized). This idea does 
not include the tendencies of ‘etatism’ by some Visegrad countries or clear violations 
of liberal democracy and rule of law and the politicization of numerous state bodies. 
The potential of coalition partner is further limited  by the fact that they are net payers 
to the EU budget while the Visegrad countries are generally net receivers.  As Europe-
an Commissioner for Justice, Consumers and Gender Equality,  Věra Jourová recently 
said: ‘there will be no well-functioning single market without the rule of law, because 
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if companies don’t believe they have legal certainty, they will not invest and innovate. 
There will be no efficient regional and cohesion policy without the rule of law, because 
the corruption and fraud will leave their marks. There will be no effective neighborhood 
policy without the rule of law because we have to lead by example to attract others’62 
(the policy fields where the V4 precisely have a shared interest).  The potential allies of 
the V4 could focus on core coalitions within the Eurozone only (responsible for 85% of 
the EU’s economy), which could impact other policy fields and the EU-budget.  The V4 it-
self could be split along the lines of the Eurozone (Slovakia), the better spending friends 
and Copenhagen group (Czech Republic, aggravated by becoming a net-contributor). 
Other remaining non-Eurozone members like Bulgaria and Croatia are also flirting with 
euro-membership.63

The skeptical non-euro Visegrad could opt to campaign for eurogroup observer sta-
tus as the outgoing government of the Czech Republic has recently expressed,64 cou-
pled with a rapprochement (e.g. concrete steps towards joining the ERM or pegging 
their currency to the euro). In doing so, they might have a seat at the table to influence 
the Eurozone reforms together with the aforementioned potential partners, before 
they are faced with a fait accompli in the future. In general, if ‘illiberal tendencies’ of 
Hungary and Poland are not put on hold, it will most likely distort potential avenues for 
the V4 to commonly find coalition partners65.

CONCLUSION

Several developments point to the increasing relevance of EU coalition building, in-
cluding a ‘structural’ coalition such as the Visegrad. Regardless of political differenc-
es, the challenge of the V4 is whether it can maintain a culture of consultation, and 
a degree of institutional strength and reliability,  from which several benefits could 
flow for its partners: from knowledge, network capital and expertise to agenda-setting,  
common presentation of arguments, common policy positions and rhetorical action..

The Visegrad Group can potentially find additional partners (via the V4 format 
or the connections of its individual members) in some policy fields to influence the 
French-German axis, seen as the core of the EU coalition making, and protect their 
interests (notably northwestern and eastern member states in relation to economic 
policy, the internal market and trade as well as the relation between Eurozone and 
non-Eurozone countries). Traditionally, the Czech Republic and Poland appear to 
play a recognizable role in the EU wide landscape of cooperation patterns. . Slovakia 
is seen as a relative important player by a ECFR survey while Hungary is credited 
influence as a ‘spoiler’ government only. The prospective multispeed Europe  -  or 
rather different coalitions on different policy fields  - could be a threat to the unity of 
the V4 when a dominant Eurozone governance leads to core coalitions that diminish 
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influence and benefits for non-EU members. In addition, in an increasing complex 
and integrated EU, the governance culture becomes of increasing relevance. Con-
sequently, Hungary and Poland are currently the biggest risk to the potential of 
the V4 (relating to disagreement on the rule of law and the politicization of national 
institutions).

Five paradoxes could be concluded on the Visegrad cooperation. First, the V4 
share only a few concrete political positions (e.g. migration and the Balkan enlarge-
ment) and some shared interests (agenda-setting topics such as the (digital) internal 
market and Eastern Partnership), all the while a relative strong culture of consultation 
and cooperation exist. Second, the success and immense visibility of the V4 in 2015 
on migration  was at the same time its ‘failure’; laying bare different interests and 
subsequent rhetoric as well. Third, new formats like the Slavkov Triangle are both a 
threat and strength for the V4: there is not much ‘to lose’ in common positions in the 
first place, while the whole V4 could (indirectly) be linked to the broader hub of coa-
lition patterns in the EU. Fourth, a process of multi-speed Europe is only to a certain 
degree a risk to the V4, as Visegrad countries deliberately choose, to a varying degree, 
to opt out of policies: multi-speed allows the national flexibility they precisely desire.  
Finally, EU coalitions differ and change per policy topic, while various coalition clus-
ters around various EU policy fields are likely to occur. Regional coalitions are (and 
can) rarely (be) politically decisive, yet they are relevant to make EU’s governance 
work and interlink member states in the EU’s pattern of coalitions. In other words, 
regional formats like the V4 do not necessarily divide the EU in clear geographical 
areas, but (could) rather contribute to  a workable  unity of the EU: serving as a bridge 
and leaving no member state completely isolated in the EU. The degree of success 
will depend on the European responsibility of all four members.  
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